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The 1 100th anniversary of the date when Veliki Preslav was 
proclaimed capital of Bulgaria is in 1993, For the time that 
Veliki Preslav was the capital, an extraordinary culture 
developed there and the city became the centre of a new Or- 
thodox Christian civilization in Europe. Having in mind the 
importance of this anniversary to European culture, the Rep- 
resentation of the Commission of the European Communities 
in Bulgaria has decided to sponsor this publication in view of 
the furtherance of some of the goals of the European Com- 
munity. 

The European Community's cultural policy is being deter- 
mined in accordance with Miian Kundera's words that "cul- 
ture is the memory of a peoples collective consciousness and 
historical continuity, the way of thinking and living'. Thus the 
main goals of the European Community are: 

— preserving Europe's past and encouraging its awareness 

— encouraging the creation of a favourable environment for 
the development of culture in Europe, particularly for artistic 
and literary creation 

— contributing to enhance Europe's cultural image and the 
cultural dialogue at world level. 

An important goal of the European Community is to 
popularize the written heritage of the European nations and 
to guarantee its preservation. Among the activities aimed at 
encouraging creative work and promoting knowledge and 
new ideas, book -publishing is treated as an especially impor- 
tant basic cultural and educational instrument Accordingly, 
the present book on Veliki Preslav is aimed at arousing inter- 
est towards Bulgarian history and promoting the better under- 
standing of cultural continuity 
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ELEVEN CENTURIES AQO 

was a fateful time for Bulgaria. The state and its people were at the 
crossroads. One road would lead them back to the past to the social 
organization that had helped the Protobulgarians fight for the right to stay in 
this Jand two hundred years before. The other road pointed ahead, towards a 
change that was needed for a better future — towards the adoption of 
Christianity as a common religion for the whole country, 

The decision was to convert the Bulgarian people to Christianity. However, 
this choice set Knyaz (Prince) Boris I against his eldest son and heir: the old 
ruler Boris Mikhail, who had already given up his throne, against his heir the 
new ruler Rassate Vladimir. Prince Boris had been wise enough to foresee the 
new road as a means of unifying the people by adopting a common Christian 
faith for both Slavs and Protobulgarians, with a Slavic alphabet of their own, 
and by rapprochement with the other European Christian peoples. His son, 
on the other hand, was obstinately trying to restore the influence of the 
Protobulgarian pagan religion and rites. 

The clash was cruel. Words were insufficient- Swords were drawn and 
blood was shed. But to Bulgaria this meant the opening up of a wide road 
ahead. Prince Boris's third son P Simeon, who was later catled Simeon the 
Great was destined to lead the country along that new road. 

That was how Prince Boris Mikhail's decision was reaffirmed. Then the 
roya! court left Pltska, where the bloody clash had taken place, and moved 
to a new capital, where the destiny of Bulgaria would be shaped from now 
on — its name Veliki Preslav (Great Preslav) was as glorious as the events 
that were to happen there. 

Judging by this, Prince Boris Mikhail's efforts and the sacrifice of his own 
son had not been in vain. Had Rassate Vladimir, Prince Boris's first-born son 
remained in power, Bulgaria's destiny would have been completely different. 

The four years of Rassate Vladimir's rule did not reveal him as a good ruler: 
he was unable to see that there was no future for paganism in Bulgaria, 
moreover, his rule was not marked by any significant trace over these years. 
The Catholic monk Regino, in describing the events after Prince Boris's 
withdrawal to a monastery, writes the following about Rassate Vladimir: "In 



the meantime Boris's son, whom he had placed on the throne and who was 
very much inferior in energy and activity to his father, turned to drinking, 
feasting and indulged in debauchery and did his best to revert the 
newly- converted people back to paganism/' 

Simeon, who replaced Rassate Vladimir, reigned for thirty-four years — 
from 893 to 927. He used this time to strengthen and enlarge his state and 
to promote the flourishing of its culture, Due to his efforts the small fortified 
settlement of Veliki Preslav grew into a fine capital city 

This book tells about the period when Veliki Preslav was the capital of the 
Bulgarian state and about the historical events that took place in that period. 
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Prince Boris remained at the head of the Bulgarian 
state for thirty-seven years — from 852 to 889. At the 
very beginning of his reign he Look (wo steps of crucial 
importance to Bulgaria; he converted the Bulgarian 
people to Christianity and welcomed the disciples of the 
brother saints Cyril and Methodius to Pliska, where 
they brought the Slavic alphabet. 

The conversion took place in 864, The very next year 
boyars (noblemen) of eminent Protobulgarian families 
rebelled, demanding a return to the worship of the chief 
Protobulgarian deity — Tangra — and to old religious rites. 

Prince Boris was absolutely convinced that Bulgaria 
had to enter Christian Europe* and that a common Chris- 
tian faith would bring his subjects closer together, ensur- 
ing the quicker unification of Slavs and Protobulgarians. 

Therefore the Prince dealt firmly with the rebels. Ah 
ordinary people that remained true lo paganism were for- 
given, but fifty-two boyars that had become traitors and 
had turned against the state interests were put to death. 

For almost a quarter of a century Prince Boris led 
Bulgaria along the newly-chosen road. He tried his best 
to strengthen her ties with other neighbouring and 
more distant states. He was advised by the Byzantine 
patriarch Photius, who gave him instructions how to 
rule like a Christian ruler, and even recommended 
Byzantine court ceremony to be observed by the Bul- 
garian court. However, Prince Boris also sent a special 
envoy to Pope Nicholas 1 in Rome, with questions con- 
cerning the way of life of a Christian people. The 
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Pope's written answers were clear and concise. Those 
questions and the Pope's answers are an indication of 
how much Bulgarians had to change their ways in order 
to break with paganism and become Christians. 

The disciples of S.S. Cyril and Methodius who had been 
banished from Moravia, also helped in this transition for 
the gospels, sermons, homilies and prayers had to be 
translated into the Slavic language, to allow common 
peopie to understand the services in the new churches. 

When Prince Boris thought he had done his duty, he 
retired to a monastery in 889, and was succeeded on the 
throne by his eldest son Rassate, also known by the 
Slavic name of Vladimir. However, the new ruler 
decided to bring back the old religion and rites. Then 
Prince Boris left the seclusion of the monastery, and 
together with his faithful supporters fought, sword in 
hand, those who had betrayed him, Rassate Vladimir 
was blinded and imprisoned, the other rebels were 



severely punished. Bulgaria had to move ahead; the 
father had to sacrifice his first-born son for the sake of 
his people's future. 

Who would shoulder the responsibility for the 
country? Prince Boris chose his third -born son — 
Simeon, the most gifted and most educated among his 
children. He announced his decision before an assembly 
of all the people. And in order to clearly indicate that 
he was breaking with the old ways, the Prince took his 
court away from Pliska. The place where the assembly 
took place was proclaimed the new capital it was an 
old Bulgarian fortress by the banks of the Ticha River. 

It was here under the care and supervision of Prince 
Simeon that the city of Veliki Preslav grew. It was from 
here that he guided Bulgarians destiny, accepted the title 
of Tsar (king) and was also called Veliki (The Great). 
At that time in Veliki Preslav Bulgarian culture 
nourished to such unprecedented heights that the age 
began to be known as The Golden Age. 

Life in Pliska followed its daily course, as it did in 
many other Bulgarian towns. But Pliska remained 
forever connected with the names of the founders of the 
Bulgarian state. It was precisely in Pliska that the state 
was set up. Pliska still bore traces of the tunc of Khan 
Asparoukh the founder of Bulgaria — and of his 
son Khan Tervel, who had forced the Byzantine 
emperor to recognize him and grant him the title of 
Caesar, to cover his shield with gold, to concede new 
territories to Bulgaria and to pay Tervel an annual 
tribute. Pliska had also been the capital of Khan 
Kroum, who enlarged the country in all directions, 
whose enemies feared him and whose subjects respected 
him for the stern but just laws that he established for 
the sake of order in his land. The Pliska stonework, the 
columns covered with inscriptions also recalled the rule 
of Khan Omourtag, and his reign of peaceful construc- 
tion. And, lastly, Pliska had witnessed how Prince Boris 
I* named after his baptism Boris Mikhail, took the 
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decisive step in adopting Christianity as an official 
religion throughout the country. 

Yet the old capital PI i ska whose sacred value is 
known to every Bulgarian had been designed for the 
Khans and a stale that observed the old Protobulgarian 
traditions. The spacious Outer Town, which could ac- 
comodate a whole army, resembling a military camp 
with dwellings and workshops was encircled by a deep 
moat and a high rampart, The walled Citadel, with the 
palaces of the Khan and his court, was defended by a 
fortress. Their huge, mighty and austere ruins are awe- 
inspiring to this day. 

And although as early as the time of Prince Boris the 
pagan temples were replaced by churches, a basilica and 
a monastery built near the Citadel, everything in Pliska 
was a reminder of pre-Christian times, before the Slavic 
alphabet was adopted. Out of the two hundred and 
twelve years that Pliska had been the capital, a hundred 
and eighty-three were spent worshipping pagan deities, 
ll would have been difficult to change this town inlo 
the capital of a Christian Bulgaria, so that it stood for 
the large and powerful state that had emerged in those 
two centuries. 

By the time the young Prince Simeon had ascended 
the throne, Bulgaria had long competed with Byzan- 
tium. For quite a time Simeon himself had lived and 
studied in Byzantium's rich, ancient capital of Constan- 
tinople, called Tsarigrad by the Bulgarians. Prince Boris 
had been sagacious and far-sighted enough to send 
Simeon to study in Constantinople, in order to prepare 
him to become the future patriarch of the Bulgarian 
Christian Church, and thus make it independent of the 
patriarch of Constantinople, reducing Byzantine politi- 
cal influence in Bulgaria. 

So, on his return to Bulgaria, the young Simeon 
brought with him more than the valuable knowledge ac- 
quired at the famous Magnaur School of the Byzantine 
emperor's court. He had also become familiar with 
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court life, as well as with the ancient and beautiful city, 
made capital by the first Christian Emperor of Byzantium 
- Constantine the Great more than six centuries ear- 
lier. Many fine structures and works of art were accumu- 
lated over the centuries in this city on ihe Bosphorus. 

And, when by virtue of his father's and his people's 
will the young Simeon was placed at the head of the 
state, he decided to create a capilal worthy of his realm. 
The capital was to have a beauty of its own, in order 
to impress foreigners and inspire pride in Bulgarians. 

Indeed he succeeded in this endeavour. John the Ex- 
arch, one of the most brilliant scholars at the time, has 
left us the following description of Veliki Preslav: yL If a 
stranger, peasant or poor man, comes from afar and 
sees the walls of the Prince's court, he cannot help being 
amazed. Dazzled, tie will come to the doors and ask 
questions. When he goes in, he will see on both sides 
big buildings ornamented with coloured stone and rich 
woodwork. Then, when he enters ihe palace and sees 
the tall chambers and churches and buildings inside, 
decorated outside with a profusion of stone- and wood- 
work, and with multicoloured paint, with marble, cop- 
per, silver and gold on the inside, he does not know 
how to describe it, for he has only seen thatched huts 
in his own country. It seems he will lose his mind, poor 
man... and if, when he goes back, someone asks him: 
"What did you see there?'*, he will reply; "I cannot tell 
you that - only your own eyes would know how to 
wonder at the beauty of this place. 1 ' 

This is a brief but inspired description. In reality the 
second Bulgarian capital, founded by Simeon, was even 
richer and more interesting than that. For the last 
hundred years archaeologists have tried to establish a 
clearer picture of Veliki Preslav, and at last it seems 
they have been successful. 
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How was it that a large city like Veliki Preslav with 
high fortified walls, spacious palaces, numerous chur- 
ches, monasteries, workshops and markets for goods of 
all kinds disappeared and only a few ruined walls 
remained, jutting out of the ground here and there? 
Why was it buried in the rubble of buildings? Why did 
the magnificent second Bulgarian capital cease to exist 
only to be replaced by a small township not far from 
its ruins much later? 

The lot of the old Bulgarian capitals after the country 
fell to the Turks in the end of the 1 4th century was a 
hard one. It seems that the richer and the more beauti- 
ful they were, the greater the plunder and destruction 
that they underwent. 

In 1640 a highly-educated Bulgarian, Petar Bogdan 
Bakshev who had studied in Rome, become a Cat ho He 
and was consecrated archbishop of the Sofia Catholic 
Archbishopric, travelled widely throughout Bulgaria. He 
was a real patriot and would later become one of the 
organizers of the Chiprovo Rebellion. He undertook his 
travels with the aim of presenting a long report to 
Rome on the situation of his enslaved country and to 
receive support from the Catholic church for the libera- 
tion of Bulgaria. His description of the country, 
preserved in Italian, reports the following: 

"There is a very large city, called Eski-Stamboul in 
Turkish, which is to say Old Tsarigrad (Old Constan- 
tinople), that was built of white square stones, hut is in 
ruins now. Us name is Prislavan (in Slavic), which 
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means a glorious city. The Turks are destroying it daily, 
la king the ashlars to build their own new houses. 
Nowadays there is a village nearby. There used to be a 
bishopric here and even today in a monastery by the 
village there is a bishop* You can see Cyrillic letters cut 
in the stone in many places, but you cannot make any 
sense out of them since much has been destroyed..." 

That was how Petar Bogdan Bakshev saw the walls 
of Veliki Preslav being slowly destroyed. But he could 
not even imagine that this had been the capital of Tsar 
Simeon, And even if he had known, he could not have 
done anything to save these precious remains of his 
enslaved country's history. At any rate his description 



provides a clue lo the mystery of how Veliki Preslav dis- 
appeared from the face of the earth. Unfortunately it 
was precisely the magnificence of its buildings that led 
to the destruction of the city* The smooth white hewn 
stones were torn from the palaces and churches, towers 
and gates and went to major construction sites of the 
Turks — mosques, caravanserais, barracks, rich Turkish 
houses. 

Yet there was another, even more valuable "raw 
materiaF that attracted the ignorant builders — the 
marble decorations of Simeon's capital. Those were 
marble columns, capitals with plant and animal motifs 
sculpted on them, multicoloured marble floor slabs, 
white marble wall tiles. All those were broken in pieces 
and thrown into the lime furnaces. 

It would be reasonable to ask: "How do you know 
that?'* Archaeological excavations revealed furnace-pits 
beside every major building in Veliki Preslav, where the 
marble decorations were used for lime. Several such pits 
were discovered at the Palace. Archaeologists have even 
found piles of architectural ornaments by the pits, evi- 
dently prepared for melting. 

Marble produced the best and finest lime for wall- 
plaster and building material for the construction of 
buildings in the period of the Turkish role. White lime- 
stone ashlars, whose softness had allowed Preslav 
sculptors to indulge their imagination, were also melted. 
Limestone had been used for decorations with inter- 
twined leaves, for indented rims and for floor tiles with 
special grooves for painted and glazed clay tiles. 

Past and current archaeological discoveries give an 
idea of the beauty of the sculptures and architectural 
decorations that were broken up and destroyed in the 
furnace-pits. Unfortunately, what has remained is 
only an insignificant portion of the city's fine orna- 
ments. John the Exarch t the man of letters from Tsar 
Simeon's time, had said that whoever saw the city was 
amazed and could think of no comparison. Other con- 
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temporary authors also use superlatives in describing the 
beauty of Preslav, yet none give details about the city's 
layout. 

Veliki Preslav remained the capital after Tsar Simeon 
died in 927, under his heir Tsar Petar, ft seemingly began 
as a peaceful period, but Byzantium secretly sought ways 
to weaken Bulgaria and lake some of her territories, A I first 
Byzantine diplomacy encouraged Svetoslav, Prince of KJev, 
to invade Bulgaria from the North-East . The Russian 
Prince led two campaigns of plunder and destruction and, 
in the course of the second campaign, managed to capture 
the capital Veliki Preslav. 

However, Svctoslav also advanced South of the 
Balkan Range which Byzantium did not like. Now the 
Bulgarian land became the battleground of two adver- 
saries. The Russians and the Byzantines clashed. Svetos- 
lav retreated to the Veliki Preslav fortress and convinced 
the Bulgarians to help him defend it against Byzantium. 
According to the Byzantine historian Leo Deacon Bul- 
garians fought fiercely beacuse they knew that Byzan- 
tium had caused the Russians" invasion. 

Yet » Veliki Preslav fell in Byzantine hands. It was in 
April 972, around Easter. The Byzantines celebrated 
while the capital was set on fire and burnt down. Later 
Emperor John I Tzimisees, who began to feel he had 
conquered Bulgaria, ordered repairs of the fortress walls 
and declared that from now on the city would be known 



as loannopolis (City of John), Giving this city his own 
personal name was an insolence that neither Simeon, its 
founder, nor his heir had allowed themselves. Yet the 
conqueror wanted to perpetuate his name in this way. 
However, he failed, and the name loannopolis was soon 
forgotten. The beautiful Slavic name of Veliki Preslav 
had already become too popular to be replaced. 

Nevertheless, the Emperor succeeded in something 
else to cite Byzantine authors who wrote thai he left 
for home with "Bulgaria's treasures". Among them were 
the royal crowns and other symbols of royal power of 
the Bulgarian rulers. Furthermore, the Emperor took 
back with him to Constantinople the famous icon of the 
Virgin Mary (who was the protector saint of the city), 
that was considered to have had miraculous powers. 

A gold plate a church collecting-plate was 
found during excavations of the mound of rubble and 
ruins around the South Gate of the Citadel in 1949, It 
weighed 336 grams and was made of almost pure 
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karat) gold. Archaeologists found it folded in four — 
pure gold is easy to fold. Now it has been carefully un- 
folded by an expert restorer. The plate has a beautifully 
engraved cross, encircled by Christ's words that used to 
be pronounced during communion at church: "Take, 
eat; this is my body unto the remission of sins 1 '. 

Evidently this plate had been made by the Constan- 
tinople jewellers, and brought as a gift to Veliki Preslav, 
and then stolen from some church during the fighting. 
The thief had probably meant to conceal it but was 
killed in the battle. 

The plunder that Veliki Preslav underwent in this 
period was savage. It was plundered by Prince 
Svetoslav^s Russian troops, by the Byzantine troops 
during the battle for the city; finally , the Byzantine 
Emperor himself took away cartloads of treasure. The 
silver and gold jewellery, encrusted with pearls and pre- 
cious stones, that survived by chance were found by ac- 
cident or during excavations later, and are just a token 
of the magnificence and opulence of the royal family's 
apparel and the boyars's attires. Similarly, the gold 
plate was just an insignificant part of the riches of the 
Veliki Preslav churches. 

Byzantium captured the East of Bulgaria first; in the 
West Tsar Samuil defended a free Bulgaria for many 
years. So Preslav remained in enemy hands for a very 
long time. To add to misfortunes this part of Bulgaria 
was overrun by Pecheneg and Roumanian tribes, which 
settled in the devastated lands. 

After the brothers Assen and Petar rebelled in Tur- 
novgrad, the lands of the First Bulgarian Kingdom were 
liberated from Byzantine rule. However, the capital was 
moved to Turnovgrad, while Veliki Preslav remained a 
major centre. Petar, Tsar Assent brother, established 
himself there and the land was from there on known as 
ll Petar*s Land". 

After the days of the Second Bulgarian Kingdom, 
founded by Assen and Petar, were over, the most ter- 




rible period of Bulgarian history the Turkish con- 
quest and subsequent 500-year rule set in, 

That was the end of Veliki Preslav. The Turks cap- 
tured it in 1388, five years before the fall of Tur- 
novgrad. Then it was destroyed and forgotten _ For 
centuries, only legends were told about the ruins of 
Simeon's capita]. The small village, the future contem- 
porary town of Preslav, sprang up nearby: Occasional 
travellers mentioned it in their travel logs. One of them 
Count Luigi Ferdinand Marsilli, Italian by birth, was 
an Austrian diplomat, who travelled throughout the 
Turkish provinces in 1679 and 1680. The ruins of Veliki 
Preslav were still considerably high at the time and he 
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drew a sketch of them. It shows the fortress waits and 
the silhouette of Simeon's Round Church. That is the 
whole preserved graphic information of the appearence 
of Veliki Preslav. 

After the Liberation from the Turkish rule, in the 
days of the Third Rusarian Kingdom, scholars began 
to seek information about the old Bulgarian capitals. 
The impressive ruins of Pliska — large and heavy — 
were best preserved. The more delicate and badly 
damaged ruins of Veliki Preslav were much harder to 
discover under the layers of earth. 

The young historian Vassil Zlatarski (who later be- 
come a prominent Bulgarian historian) carried out ex- 
cavations in 1897, but did not continue them. The direc- 
tor of the Russian Archaeological Institute in Constan- 
tinople (Istanbul), Prof. Fyodor Uspenski, who was very 
interested in Pliska* described the Veliki Preslav site in 
the following terms: "hopelessly scarce* \ "too little 
promise to the scientist". Yet Uspenski, a world known 
scholar was wrong. 

The truth about the riches, beauty and exceptional 
scientific value of Veliki Preslav was discovered by a 
humble teacher born in 6 he town of Preslav his name 
was Yordan Gospodinov. He searched for information, 
clues, collected chance finds discovered accidentally by 
farmers, questioned old people. He also managed to col- 
lect money and assemble a group of people to excavate 
a mound covered by trees and bushes, convinced that 
he would find there the jewel in the crown of Preslav 
architecture Simeon's Round (or Golden) Church, 
And so he did. 

That was at the turn of the century. For almost one 
hundred years since then, Veliki Preslav has been inves- 
tigated by Bulgarian archaeologists. New findings are 
constantly added to the museum collections. The image 
of one of the greatest achievements of Bulgarian culture 
— Tsar Simeon's capital, is slowly becoming clearer. 
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"Then Simeon accepted the Bulgarian crown... And 
founded great cities by the sea, and founded the great 
city of Preslav and there he accepted the crown... And 
he built Preslav in twenty-eight years... " 

Those were the words of an unknown Bulgarian 
chronicler in the I lth century, A hundred years after 
Tsar Simeon's time the chronicler chose to com- 
memorate precisely the founding of the new capital as 
his greatest achievement surpassing all his feats: con- 
solidation of Ihe slate, military conquests and literary 
activities. 

Unfortunately all we learn from these brief notes is 
that it took 28 years to build Preslav, but no mention 
of its appearance 

The authors of Tsar Simeon's time chiefly wrote and 
translated books in Bulgarian for the church services, in 
order to bring Christianity closer to the people, and for 
education and admonition purposes. 

John the Exarch alone {in his work VHexameron" 
the story of the creation of the world in six days} in- 
cluded {m the chapter for the sixth day) a description 
of Veliki Preslav and of the Prince's palace. An inspired 
author speaks of tall palaces and churches, their rich 
decoration of marble, copper, silver and gold, and the 
dazzled visitors who saw them. 

There seems to be nothing in common between John 
the Exarch's description and the sad picture of the 
ruined capital seen by Petar Bogdan Bakshev in 1640. 
Five hundred years of misfortune he in between. 
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And it would take another three hundred years for 
the Bulgarian archaeologoists to uncover (at least par- 
tially) the buried outlines of Veliki PresJav, Today only 
archaeological research can alone tell whether the in- 
spired description of John the Exarch was fair or exag- 
gerated. 

It is almost a hundred years since the first excavation 
work began, and there are still uninvestigated sites and 
unsolved mysteries. However, by now it is quite clear 
that John the Exarch's admiration was absolutely jus- 
tified -- Simeon's capital was worthy of the highest 
praise. 

Nevertheless, it is still hard to restore the image of 
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this fine city and make a detailed and precise descrip- 
tion of it. 

Archaeology has to use the discovered bits and pieces 
in order to reconstruct the image of the whole it is 
like doing a jigsaw puzzle of its broken parts, only har- 
der, because some pieces of this puzzle are missing. 

That is why, as archaeologists say, in reconstructing 
the image of Veliki Preslav by the discovered fragments 
you need a lot of knowledge and some imagination. 

So* let us try to recover the lost image of the city. 

When the capital was moved from Pliska to Preslav, 
the natural setting changed. The uniform flatness of the 
Pliska plains was abandoned in favour of a beautiful 
and strategically important place in the foothills of the 
Balkan Ran^e, where a major Bulgarian fortress had 
been in existence for a long time built on a natural ter- 
raced mountain slope. The site was naturally shielded 
from the West by the slope, On the other side, down 
beneath the fortress walls, a series of terraces led to a 
fertile valley, stretching to the bank of the Kamchia 
River, known as the Ticha in the past, then a deep and 
swift-flowing river. By the other bank there were gently 
rolling hills separated by shady dells. 

All this provided the perfect setting for the construc- 
tion of the new town Preslav. The whiteness of the lime- 
stone blocks, which were the main building material, 
stood out beautifully against the green background of 
the wooded hills. 

Preslav, just like Pliska, had a Citadel, which was 
buill in the place of the old fortress, and an Outer Town 
that enclosed a considerable area. 

The Outer Town of Preslav was smaller than that of 
Pliska, but (unlike Pliska, which only had a moat and 
a rampart) it was protected by a high stone wall, similar 
to that of the Citadel It must have been very difficult 
to build: the stone wall, ten metres high and almost 
three metres thick, had to follow the terrain, climb the 
slope of the mountain and follow the very edge of the 



mountain ridge. At the highest point the jagged battle- 
ments of the wall must have been visible from afar 
against the sky, which was probably why this ridge was 
called Zabouitc (The Battlements). Then the stone wall 
descended from Zabouitc to the valley, and went along 
the river bank. It encompassed an area of three and a 
half square kilometres! 

At the time this was a very large city, not only in 
comparison with other Bulgarian cities and towns, but 
also with the European medieval towns whose houses 
were huddled close to one another in small fortified 
areas, and whose streets looked more like narrow pas- 
sages between rows of houses. 
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A reeonst ruction of the south 
facade of the Palace Church. 



Section of the Citadel wall 
preserved to a height of seven 
metres. 
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Veliki Preslav was comfortably spacious. Its walls en- 
compassed large open spaces that allowed for gardens 
and small groves, squares, beautiful secluded boyars* 
houses and mansions, monasteries and their adjoining 
property. 

Many of Preslav's monasteries were inside the for- 
tified city and life there was closely tied to the life of 
the capital. The monasteries greatly contributed towards 
building the capital, decorating it, educating its in- 
habitants and promoting Bulgarian culture. 

However, there were buildings outside the city walls, 
by the other bank of the Ticha river, as welL At the 
time a bridge spanned the swift river, whose stone foun- 
dations were discovered later. 

A road went across the river by the bridge and led 
to Patleina Monastery, one of the largest monasteries in 
Preslav. It wound its way by a small tributary of the 
Ticha, flanked on both sides by Judas trees, a rare tree 
species that blooms with pink and violet blossoms in 
springtime. Local people call it "The royal Tree", 

This grove was planted most likely as early as the 
10th century, at the wish of Tsar Simeon himself. He 
must have admired those trees in the royal gardens of 
Constantinople and had probably ordered that some of 
them should be brought to Preslav and planted by that 
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The old road has been preserved to this day, 
Alongside it were many artisans' workshops which 
produced the decoration for Simeon's capital. Their 
traces were found during the archaeological excavations. 

A new road was cut Lo Patleina and new buildings 
erected in the vicinity, which do not match the atmos- 
phere of this site, sacred to Bulgarians. 

Monasteries and residential houses were strewn in the 
surroundings beyond the river, called Byal Bryag (White 
Bank), Delidushka^ Touzlaluka, Avradaka, In its 
heyday Veliki Preslav had indeed sprawled comfortably 
over the rolling mountain slopes and the fertile land by 



the river bank. It was as if the inhabitants had nothing 
to fear — and indeed the boundaries of Simeon's 
kingdom were secure and far away, 

From a bird's eye point of view, or from the 
Zabouite Ridge Preslav must have looked beautiful. In 
its centre was the stronghold of the Citadel with its 
palaces, churches and squares, Around it lay the spa- 
cious Outer Town where the boyars 1 white mansions 
and the monasteries nestled in greenery. 

The wide curve of the Ticha River gently embraced 
the lower part of the city, known as Selishte (Settle- 
ment) where most inhabitants must have lived, Still far- 
ther, on the other bank, there were yet more 
monasteries and boyar palaces among groves and 
vineyards. 

Archaeologists have excavated over a thousand 
metres of the Preslav fortified w r al1s. That is how they 
know the location of the walls and their structure. The 
bottom of the trenches dug for the foundations were 
strengthened by stakes driven in the ground Then came 
the foundations of stone and clay. Above ground the 
wall was built of ashlars and mortar. With this con- 
struction technique it is hardly surprising that parts of 
the wall have been preserved up to seven metres high 
to this day. 

On the inside of the walls there were rooms for the 
soldiers - the fortress was guarded day and night. In 
the long hours of their duty the guards cut small 
drawings in the walls — bows and arrows, crosses, 
cabalistic signs, animals, or even whole battle and 
hunting scenes, 

The gates had the strongest fortifications. They usual- 
ly had two doors; one of them -a portcullis — was 
lowered from above by a special mechanism. 

The excavations of the South Gale of the Citadel 
have allowed a reconstruction. It is generally agreed 
that it consisted of two three-storey towers that were 
connected by a passage above the gateway. 
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A road descended from the South Gale and led Lo 
the most beautiful of the Veliki Preslav churches — the 
Round {or Golden) Church. Then it went on across the 
river by the bridge towards Patleina- 

It was always a very busy road, making it the mer- 
chant quarter of the capital. 

The municipal authorities erected a 107 metre-long 
two-storey building attached to the city wall on the out- 
side; it was divided into 18 small shops, each with a 
sepa rate e n t r a nee . 

The upper floor was the living quarters, the ground 
floor was for trade in various wares. Some premises 
were evidently used as pubs — animal bones, goblets, 
jugs and other tableware were discovered there. 

This building was demolished deliberately in a later 
moment of danger, as it would have been an easy plat- 
form for the enemy to climb the city wall. And it was 
precisely that wall that protected the palaces of Preslav 
— the Citadel. 

The Citadel excavations present archaeologists with 
the greatest riddles in Veliki Preslav, because construc- 
tion here started soon after the First Bulgarian 
Kingdom was founded. Under Khan Kroum and his 
son Khan Omourtag there already was a strong fortress 
and a powerful garrison in Preslav, 

Inscriptions found on columns say that military com- 
mandcrs with the ranks of ichirguhoii, set if hogain and 
zhupan had been assigned weapons and equipment. The 
fortress was built to control the Vurbitsa Pass one 
of the most strategically situated passes in this part of 
the Balkan Range; the commander of the garrison had 
a high rank in the Bulgarian army. 

Gradually a town appeared. Churches were built after 
the adoption of Christianity. 

After the capital was moved to Preslav, Simeon's 
palace, according to the tradition, was located in Lhe 
Citadel 

Of course, everything changed when the young, edu- 
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cated and ambitious ruler set out to build a model capi- 
tal 

After Simeon died, his son Petar reigned here for 
a long time. Changes must have been made during his 
reign too. Then came the hard times of invasion, 
plunder and foreign rule in Bulgarian Preslav, It was 
natural for the palaces in the city centre to suffer 
most. 

During the Second Bulgarian Kingdom the Citadel 
changed again and underwent alterations under the rule 
of Tsar Assen's brother Petar. Later, under Turkish 
rule, when Veliki Preslav was turned into a quarry for 
construction materials, it was once again the Citadel 
with its magnificent buildings that was most severely 
damaged. 

And yet Bulgarian archaeologists have succeeded in Floor mosaic oj marble figures 

in the Pa^ce Church 
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learning quite a lot about the appearance and layout of 
the Citadel in Simeon's times, Unfortunately, sometimes 
the plan of the building can be "deciphered" only by 
the foundations, because all upper parts have been 
destroyed or taken away. 

The remains of the so-called Big Palace give a fairly 
good idea of the impressive buildings in Preslav. Most 
likely it was constructed after Simeon' s ascension. The 
walls have been preserved up to the ground floor. 

The upper floor must have included the halls for the 
audiences of highly -placed envoys and guests, for 
boyars* councils and celebrations. The preserved part 
suggests that the stone facade must have been majestic. 
The spotted green marble column thai has remained is 
so thick and tall that it could serve as a basis for es- 
timations of the real size of the official part of the 
palace. 

In fact, the entire Citadel was a palace. There were 
several separate palaces, the archbishop's residence, 
dwellings and baths with a complicated water supply 
and sewage system, service buildings, a water tank, bar- 
racks for the guards, 

A majestic three-nave basilica was erected, also serv- 
ing as the patriarch's cathedral. Porticoes and galleries 
connected the separate buildings of the Citadel, the 
courtyards and squares, a decorative pool 

Bright colours were used to decorate many facades, 
others were embellished by stone and marble sculptures 
and wood-cuttings. And all that beauty of Veliki Preslav 
naturally astonished the travellers that had come from 
afar. 
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DECORATION, 
ICONS AND BOOKS 
OF CLAY 



Among the many wonders of Veliki Preslav that 
made its name in the history of European medieval art, 
one is outstanding — Preslav 1 s painted tiles. 

These two simple words stand for a real marvel of 
skill, talent and ingenuity on the part of the Preslav 
craftsmen. Bulgarian icon-painting with its history of 
thousand years, renowned throughout the world, begins 
with the Preslav pain ted- tile icon of St Theodore. 

The first and foremost use of the painted and glazed 
white-clay ceramic tiles was to give an extraordinary 
beauty to the walls and floors of churches. Instead of 
the ordinary stone floor-slabs, slabs with sockets in 
them were used for the flooring of churches and 
chapels. Those sockets were cut into the stone in dif- 
ferent shapes and were filled with previously -made 
ceramic tiles of the same shape — oval leaves, squares, 
fringes. The craftsmen made these sockets deep enough, 
so that the churchgoers 1 feet would touch the stone sur- 
face only and thus could not damage the tiles* 

The wall-tiles were arranged in compositions, framed 
by marble. The motifs painted were diverse. Usually 
one composition consisted of tiles with similar patterns 
that combined to produce beautiful colour patterns of 
rosettes, complex mazes of squares, lozenges, crosses. 
That was how the roughness of the walls was hidden 
by this ceramic tapestry. 

But those were not the only applications of tiles for 
architectural decoration. Buildings with the richest 
decoration of tiles had Liled stone cornices that girdled 
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the wall-tops. The result was that instead of being en- 
circled by the uniform colour of the stone cornices, the 
buildings were framed by garlands of intertwined plant 
motifs. 

Those tiles were half-cylindrical in shape so as to fit 
perfectly the convex parts of the cornices. 

The Preslav ceramics craftsmen used their imagina- 
tion to think of still more unusual types of ornament. 
Lozenge-shaped sockets were cut into the marble 
columns and shining coloured and glazed platelets were 
placed in them. Small holes were inlaid in marble 
grooves with small coloured ceramic balls in them. Thus 
the white marble appeared as if encrusted with precious 
stones. 

The more experience and skill the ceramics craftsmen 
gained, the more complicated tasks they set themselves. 





They began producing intricate tracery for round win- 
dows, miniature columns and arches for iconostases, 
and icons for the iconoslases. 

The Preslav craftsmen crossed the boundary between 
applied and fine art they began using ceramic tiles for 
sacred Christian figures: Jesus Christ, The Virgin Mary, 
the apostles, the archangels. These were painted on single 
tiles - square, oblong or with a rounded upper pan. But 
the Preslav craftsmen also made bigger icons of more than 
one tile. The most famous of those, a real masterpiece of 
European medieval art, is the icon of St Theodore. 

Icons were not only painted, they were also cast in 
moulds, in relief Among the Veliki Preslav findings arc 
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pieces of icons with the Crucifix, and with saints 1 faces. 
After the casting, the relief icons were coloured and 
glazed. 

The painted tiles used for architectural decoration 
and for home icon-stands and church iconostases num- 
bered tens of thousands. Some workshops developed 
this craft to perfection. The pure light-coloured and 
pliant clay was also used to make beautiful tableware. 
Ceramic tiles began to be used for inscribing religious 
passages and educational texts for the schools tiles 
with the alphabet, and even with excerpts of narrative, 
have been found. Cheap clay replaced the expensive 
parchment that was made of calfskin; paper was as yet 
unknown. 

Thus the craftsmen of Veliki Preslav had found a way 
to achieve artistic perfection and beauty for both marble 
buildings and houses of humbler materials, out of earth, 
out of clay. Icons and other material for schools and 
churches were made accessible to everyone. In other 
words a brilliant solution had been found for some 
major needs of the capital. Who had found it then? 

Dreaming of turning the old fortress into a glorious 
capital worthy of the large and powerful state that 10th- 
century Bulgaria was. Prince Simeon wanted something 
special, an individual feature, for the city, He knew the 
Byzantine capital and its attraction very well. But Con- 
stantinople had been built for centuries — many 
emperors had collected wealth and embellished the city. 
Simeon wanted to make Preslav great and beautiful in 
a lifetime, and succeeded. 

No one can say for sure whether it was Simeon him- 
self or some ot his counsellors who had the brilliant 
idea of using the white clay that was common in this 
part of the country to produce the glittering multi- 
coloured decoration of the capital Who taught the 
Preslav craftsmen how to bake such perfect, thin and 
light tiles out of this white clay, to paint them and to 
glaze them, remains a mystery, 




Such ceramics had not yeE been made either in Bul- 
garia, or anywhere else in Europe at the time. In the 
Middle Ages white-day ceramics was made in the Mid- 
dle and Far East and carried to other parts of the world 
by caravans, Europe, however, was not yet familiar with 
the secret of the faience and porcelain. The technology 
for the production of the putty and for the baking 
process were a closely guarded secret. 

At that time Byzantium covered parts of both Europe 
and Asia; and Constantinople, the Byzantine capital, 
was a kind of bridge between them, so it was thought 
that the knowledge and crafts of the East were received 
first of all there. Not only was Byzantium the heir of 
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the highly-developed ancient cultures, but it had also 
imbibed the experience and best traditions of the dif- 
ferent peoples within its large realm. Byzantium was 
thought to have the most refined culture in all Europe, 
and with good reason. 

Considering all this, the Western specialists thought 
that the painted ceramics was imported to Veliki Preslav 
from Byzantium when they saw the first scientific pub- 
lication about the Preslav painted-tile findings hy the 
teacher Yordan Gospodinov, a humble but untiring ex- 
plorer of the Preslav ruins, 

However, subsequent finds proved without a shade of 
doubt that the ceramic tiles were actually made in 
Simeon's capital. 

Here are some proofs that the white-clay painted tiles 
were made by Bulgarian craftsmen and artists in Preslav 
workshops: 

- More than ten workshops have been found, They 
consist of a few rooms where the separate production 
stages were performed in sequence. Dyes, read y- to- use 
clay, and pits for defective produce were discovered as 
well. The quality control had evidently been very stricL 
Also, among the finds were some of the furnaces where 
the tiles were baked. 

Cyrillic letters can be seen on the backs of many 
tiles. They might have been the craftsmen's signs or in- 
dications of the number and batch. These tiles, together 
with the tiles whose fronts are covered all over with 
texts in beautiful Cyrillic letters, prove lhat the painted 
tiles were made by Bulgarian craftsmen, among whom 
there were many literate people. 

Therefore, there cannot be any doubt that these tiles 
were made in Veliki Preslav. The Bulgarian craftsmen 
had mastered the technology very well. The purified 
clay was made into putty. Then (except for some tiles 
and reliefs that were cast in moulds) they were shaped 
by hand. After a brief drying on a taut canvas or some 
other smooth surface, the tiles were heated for a short 



time, so that they hardened and could be painted. The 
resulting surface was almost white, creamy, or with a 
tinge of pink. The picture was then painted by brush. 
The different shades of six basic colours were used: 
brown, red, oehra yellow, green, bluish-green, and 
violet. Then the picture was covered with a transparent 
colourless glaze and the tile was baked once more, so 
that the glaze became shiny. 

Of course, someone must have taught the Bulgarian 
craftsmen the first lesson. Someone must have showed 
them how to prepare the putty, dyes and glaze, how to 
build the furnaces, at what temperature and for how 
long to bake the tiles. Who it was, however, is as yet 
unknown. 

Undoubtedly this craft was brought from Syria, Mes- 
sopotamia, or the still more remote Iran. Probably 
Simeon asked their rulers to send him their craftsmen 
to reveal their secret, or paid and hired them. That 
seems the most reasonable explanation — that was the 
way things were done at the time. 

There is also another hypothesis - that travelling Or- 
thodox Christian monks brought the craft to their Preslav 
monasteries from monasteries in the Near East. This 
hypothesis is based on the fact that the painted-tile 
workshops were located in the Preslav monasteries. An ar- 
chaeological examination of these monasteries revealed 
them as the true place of origin of these beautiful tiles. 
Dilligence and patience, hard work, concentration and ac- 
curacy, talent and knowledge, a good education — those 
were the qualities of the monks that made those tiles. 

It is thought that the oldest ceramics workshop was 
established in a monastery on the right bank of the 
Ticha, in Touzlaluka locality, in the last years of the 
9th cenLury, that is to say, soon after Prince Simeon 
came to power in 893. Later the construction and 
decoration of the new capital created such a demand 
for ceramics that other monasteries, too, started 
producing tiles. 
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The workshops of the monasteries in Patleina, 
Selishte, under the Round Church and the so-called 
Court Monastery have been studied as well. 

Indeed as soon as the Bulgarian monasteries emerged, 
they became a kind of catalysts of Bulgarian culture in 
general. One specific achievement, however, was that 
they managed over a period of 20 3D years to pro- 
vide Simeon's capital with its extraordinary multi- 
coloured decoration. 
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HE I_OVEO BOOKS 
MOST OF ALL 



Those words of an anonymous Bulgarian author 
refer to the Tsar who won so many battles, who twice 
reached the wails of Constantinople at the head of his 
troops, who forced the Byzantine Emperor Roman us 
Laeapenus to leave the protection of these walls and 
negotiate a peace treaty, who guarded firmly the bor- 
ders of his great state. 

Waging wars and negotiating peace treaties was the 
rule for medieval statesmen. What struck Simeon's con- 
temporaries, however, was his extraordinary education 
and great appreciation of sciences and arts. Despite his 
strenuous and busy life, he managed to devote some of 
his time to promoting his country's culture so that the 
period of his rule became the Golden Age of Bulgaria. 

That is how Simeon's amazing life began: 

Prince Boris had six children four sons and two 
daughters: Rassate Vladimir, Gavriil, Simeon, Yakov, 
Evpraxia and Anna. His third-born son - Simeon — 
was born in 863 or 864. At the lime Bulgaria and 
Byzantium had signed a peace treaty, so (he Byzantine 
patriarch Nicholas the Mystik called Simeon "a son of 
peace". 

Prince Boris secured for his son the best possible 
education available at the time. After his initial school- 
ing in Bulgaria, the young prince, who was 10 or 12 by 
that time, was sent to Constantinople — the Byzantine 
capital- There, after attending a kind of secondary 
school, he studied at the best higher education institu- 
tion - - the royal Magnaur School. 




Graphically reconstructed Figure 
of a sovereign holding a church 
in his hand- The reconstruction 
was made by the Russian 
scholar Lesyuchevsky and was 
based on a raihcr damaged 
colour miniature from the so- 
called Hippolytc Collection 
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Simeon could speak Greek freely as early as his 
childhood days in his father's palace. Then he had 
studied grammar, rhetoric and poetics. When he entered 
the Magnaur School he elaborated on this knowledge, 
read in detail the classical Greek literature, learned the 
intricacies of the grammatical rules, studied philosophy, 
and was interested in art. His ability and erudition were 
remarkable and were remembered in the royal circles at 
Constantinople for a long time, Much later, years after 
Simeon's death, an envoy of the German emperor 
bishop Leutbrand — wrote that Simeon had learned 
Demosthenes' art of oratory and Aristotle's logic so well 
that he was thought to be "half-Greek 1 *. 

In addition to his familiarity with ancient Greek 
civilization, the years of study in Constantinople gave 
young Simeon valuable knowledge about life in the 
Byzantine capital and at the Emperor's court. 

In his youth he could not have even dreamed that 
this experience would prove so useful to him as a future 
Bulgarian ruler. He was not first-born; the heir to the 
throne at the time was Rassate Vladimir. Simeon be- 
came a monk in his early youth, probably as a first step 
towards a high clerical rank. A separate Patriarchy, in- 
dependent of Constantinople, was Prince Boris's ul- 
timate goal; and he thought his third son worthy of 
being a Bulgarian patriarch. 

When Simeon relumed to Pliska he musl have joined 
the disciples of the brother saints Cyril and Methodius 
(wtio had already arrived in Pliska) in their literary oc- 
cupations, So if Boris's heir Rassate Vladimir had not 
tried to revert Bulgaria to paganism, Simeon's and the 
country's destiny would have been different. 

However, at the Council in Preslav Simeon was 
declared heir to the throne of Rassate Vladimir, who 
was blinded and thrown in jail. Then the old Prince 
warned the new ruler that * ( he would be punished alike 
if he deviated from the path of true Christianity". In 
order for the ascension to be in accordance with civil 




Tsar Simeon, Oil painting by Dimitar Gyujenov {1891 1979). The painting 
was completed in 1927 - the thousandth anniversary of Tsar Simeon's death. 
Kepi at the National Art Gallery in Sofia, 
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Graphic reconstruction of the 
picture of a sovereign based on 
a fragment of a painted ceramic 
tile. The archaeologist Totyu 
Totev, who has Ktudiisd il, 
believes thai ihe tile depicts 
Prince Simeon as a young man. 
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and ecclesiastical laws Simeon was first freed of his 
monastic vows, and then the Council decided that from 
now on the Bulgarian crown could be passed down not 
only from father to son, but also from brother to 
brother. 

Simeon was thirty when he ascended the throne. 
Then the Bulgarian rulers had the title of Knvaz 
(Prince), In those times there were written and unwritten 
international laws too, and European rulers abided by 
them. It was no! enough to proclaim oneself a king, 
what was needed was international recognition. 

Byzantium had tried to humiliate Bulgaria the very 
first year after Simeon's ascension by taking away the 
right of Bulgarian merchants to trade in the ports of 
Constantinople. The young Princess response was a 
swift and determined military campaign. 

The following years did not prove easier, The Hun- 
garians invaded Bulgaria in 895. To stop them, Prince 
Simeon made an alliance with the Pechenegs. 

After twenty years of complex and controversial rela- 
tions with Byzantium, the equilibrium (as a Byzantine 
author says) shifted in favour of Bulgaria and Prince 
Simeon received the title of Tsar (King) in 913, It was 
given to him by the Byzantine patriarch Nicholas the 
Mystik, who was an important figure in Byzantine 
politics and who had corresponded with Simeon for a 
long time. 

The symbolic coronation ceremony took place in 
Biaheraaj Palace in Constantinople — the very capital 
of Byzantium. The Bulgarian army waited for their Tsar 
in front of Constantinople's walls. Simeon returned to 
his troops a king, accompanied by his court and his two 
sons, one of whom was to marry the Emperor's 
daughter. The purpose of the military campaign had 
been achieved — from now on Simeon would have the 
same title as the ruler of Byzantium — "basileus" or 
"tsar" in Bulgarian. 

At the same time there was intense construction in 
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the capital. So the Bulgarian ruler divided his time be- 
tween the masters of Preslav architecture, the artists and 
men of letters of the Preslav School (which was headed 
by himself), and the defence of Bulgarians interests on 
the battlefields to the East, West, North and South. 

Byzantium's diplomacy succeeded in forming an anti- 
Bulgrian coalition of Serbs, Croats, Magyars, and the 
Pechenegs who had the habit of shifting their allegiance 
very often. In the summer of 917 the Bulgarian and 
Byzantine armies dashed in the famous Battle at A It- 
he I oy River. Tsar Simeon himself led the heavily-ar- 
moured cavalry. His horse was killed, but he mounted 
another one and won a brilliant victory. 

Another attempt of Byzantium to subdue her power- 
ful neighbour had failed. However, by now it had be- 
come clear that both countries were striving for supe- 
riority. The peace treaties could not secure a longer 
period of respite; they were always broken by one or 
the other side. 

The decade after the Battle of Akheloy was one of 
political tension. Tsar Simeon would not give up his 
ambitions, while Byzantium could not get used to 
having such a powerful neighbour. 



Miniature depicting the Bul- 
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Byzantium tried to impress the idea that, as the heir 
of the Eastern Roman Empire, she had rights over An- 
cient Thrace, which had been conquered by Rome in 
the past. 

The Slavs and ProtobulgLirians had founded their 
state on Thracian land, just like the new peoples of 
Europe had founded states of their own in the territories 
of the ancient Roman Empire. Emperor Romanus 
Lacapenus tried to remind this to Simeon in a letter 
saying that the Byzantines had not forgotten the past 
and still blamed those who had allowed the Bulgarians 
to settle in these lands. 

Vet is there anyone who can claim to have absolute 
and perpetual rights over a land that has always been 
a geographical crossroad, conquered, plundered and 
devastated by so many conquerors? Surely then it must 
rightfully belong to those lhat take the best care of this 
land and work to make it prosperous, to promote its 
culture and increase its wealth. In about three years this 
rivalry brought immediate danger to Constantinople it- 



self. Simeon reached the gates of the capita] city once 
more, but this time his purpose was not to demand 
recognition. This time the Byzantine Emperor Rom an us 
Lacapenus had to come to Simeon's camp to ask for 
peace. 

Tsar Simeon died suddenly a few years later, in 927. 
For thirty -four years he had fought for his country and 
promoted its culture. In the following centuries the his- 
torians judged his reign and deemed him the greatest 
medieval ruler of Bulgaria, 

Yet, out of all his merits, the most remarkable was 
that he led the country into a Golden Age of culture, 
literature and art. 

As early as his own time this inclination towards in- 
tellectual occupations set him apart from other rulers in 
the eyes of Bulgarians and foreigners alike. Here is how 
he was seen by contemporaries: 

"Simeon, Tsar of the Bulgarians, wrote many books 
and, like King David, played the golden strings and 
loved books most of all." 

Simeon was also compared to Ptolemy who ruled 
Egypt in the 4th - 3rd century B.C., and who founded 
the Library in Alexandria: "A new Ptolemy appeared, 
not by faith, but rather by his own desire and with great 
honour, because he collected all God's books and filled 
his palace with them, and so shall be remembered 
forever..." 
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The "Life of St Kliment of Ochrid" says the follow- 
ing about Simeon: "...he finished what his father had 
left unfinished by strengthening God's word, by firmly 
supporting Orthodox Christianity with the churches he 
built everywhere, and so he cleared the road for God's 
Law," 

In fact this was part of Tsar Simeon's policy aimed 
at building a strong and independent state with a new 
Christian civilization. It had to rely on its own alphabet, 
literature, culture and liturgical books in Bulgarian, on 
a growing literacy of the population. Simeon succeeded 
in this endeavour and thus secured the survival of the 
Bulgarian people through all hardships to come in the 
centuries ahead. 
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What happened to the books of Simeon's library, of 
the Patriarch's Palace and the numerous monasteries in 
Preslav? 

They were destroyed and burnt. The calfskin parch- 
ment, that was so hard to make, was very easy to 
destroy. Simeon had been compared to Ptolemy, the 
Hellenistic ruler of Egypt and heir of Alexander the 
Great, who founded the greatest library of the ancient 
world in Alexandria in 295 B.C. That library, too, was 
destroyed by Fire. In fact, the ancient treasuries of learn- 
ing and literature were all too often destroyed, and the 
first rich Bulgarian collection of books shared their fate. 

Luckily, however, inscriptions had been made on 
more lasting material too — stone, clay and plaster; and 
yet only an insignificant portion of them has survived. 
Among the few white ceramic tiles not a single one is 
complete — evidently they were only parts of composi- 
tions of several tiles that made up a single text — that 
is why it is hard to reconstruct those texts now. How- 
ever, it is clear that those were not only religious pas- 
sages. For instance, the fragments of two tiles read as 
follows: "...a woman had a husband who talked,,/* 
Nobody can say if the further text specified what exact- 
ly he talked about or just told the story of an eloquent 
man who liked talking. It is a fragment which cannot 
be completed. 

In 1952, by a church in the Selishte locality in the 
Outer Town of Veliki Preslav, a complete inscription 
was discovered. Moreover, it told the life of a man of 




Gravestone with An engraved tn- 
scripLion for Toudora's grave 



47 



4? 



CVMeON*H/H 
wnti WTH*iFtn 

C, HWOKaWCA 



48 



importance. It also mentioned the man's name and the 
two kings that he had served. That was the now famous 
inscription of the iehirguboil Mostich, The author of the 
present book was fortunate to discover the stone slab 
with this inscription herself. Frankly, when I saw the 
first word in the very centre of the slab, which was the 
name and title of the great Tsar Simeon, I thought I 
was going to lose my mind with excitement. 

Here is the inscription. Translated into modern Bul- 
garian it sounds like that: 

Here lies Mostich. 

who was 

Ichirguboil with 

Tsar Simeon 

and with Tsar Petar 

At the age of eighty 

when he left his post of Ichirguboil 

and renounced al! his property, 

he became a monk 

and thus ended his days. 

Those thirty words were written on a soft sandstone 
slab. It was then put on the grave of the person who 
had sat next to Tsar Simeon in the Boyars' Council, had 
probably fought side by side with him and shared the 
royal meals, and who had continued to serve under 
Simeon's son, The skeleton together with the name and 
personal history of a man from Simeon's age was thus 
discovered for the first time. 

The grave yielded nothing except 28 small iron nails 
that had held the simple wooden coffin together. There 
was not a single token of the former riches and high 
rank of that person. According to the custom estab- 
lished by Prince Boris I who introduced Christianity, 




Mostich became a monk (a ' hlaekshirt") towards the 
end of his life, and renounced all riches that he pos- 
sessed. 

There is another person from those times that we 
know of because of a lead seal. The inscription on it 
says: 14 God t help your servant monk Georgi and Bul- 
garian sinkel." Here the word churnets is used for 
monk, while sinkel means the attendant of an important 
ecclesiastical rank, of a patriarch or bishop. Some in- 
scriptions show that the Greek language was used 
together with Bulgarian for some time in P res lav. For 
instance, a tombstone cross states the date of the death 
of ' 'God's servant Anna". Probably Anna was Simeon's 
sister, one of the two daughters of Prince Boris I. 

A clay tablet from the Round Church contains a list 
saying which psalms should be sung during Mass for 
each day of the week. The days are given in Bulgarian, 
while the psalms' titles are in Greek, Evidently the Bul- 
garian men of letters had not managed to translate all 
religious books by that time, although the Preslav 
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Council had decided that church services should be con- 
ducted in Bulgarian as early as 893. The Round Church 
was completed only nine years after the Council. 

The inscription on the grave of a woman near the 
Round Church expresses a worry that the burial place 
might sink into oblivion: *i am the grave of Toudora, 
God's servant.,/ 1 and then gives the distance from the 
inscription to the grave itself in steps. 

The manner of cutting of the inscriptions reveals 
whether they were written by highly-educated persons or 
just literate people who had learned to use the alphabet. 
The most beautiful, even calligraphic inscriptions are 
the ones on the clay tiles. Of course, their smooth sur- 
face was easiest to write on. Thin brush and quality 
paint were an asset. It was much harder to cut inscrip- 
tions or scratch graffiti on stone blocks, marble slabs 
and wall-plaster. 

There are some such inscriptions that reveal a human 
predicament. For instance, someone has scratched onto 
a stone block the following: "The sinful Yan wrote this 
when he was in jail." This ^sinful" person carved thir- 
teen crosses around that inscription. 
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The ring for a clay spindle, an insignificant finding 
at first glance, shows that literacy was so widespread 
Lhat even women were taught to read and write. (The 
ring was used as a weight on the lower end of the 
spindle.) This ring has a circular inscription; it says 
"Lola's ring". Thus even if Lola dropped her spindle in 
the merriment of some "working-bee", she would know 
it at a glance. 

Out of all inscriptions from Veliki Preslav, only a few 
were written in the Glagolitic alphabet actually created 
by the brother saints Cyril and Methodius, The rest are 
samples of the Cyrillic alphabet, established and 
popularized by Veliki Preslav and used to this day. It 
makes use of the shape of some Greek letters, but 
adapts them to the requirements of the Bulgarian lan- 
guage and adds new symbols for those vowels and con- 
sonants that do not exist in Greek but are typical for 
Bulgarian, It is thought that Simeon himself devoted a 
lot of effort and care to developing the alphabet. The 
alphabet, in its turn, greatly facilitated the spread of 
literacy among the Bulgarian people. 
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THE ROUND CHURCH 
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The gem of Preslav architecture is the Round 
Church, also referred to as The Golden Church, or 
Simeon's Church. 

Its very plan looks like wonderful embroidery. A 
subtle and complex Interplay of lines had had to be ex- 
ecuted out of stone, brick and mortar. The shapes and 
spaces above it had to be beautiful and impressive at 
the same time. 

The main church chamber, in the shape of a flower 
with many petals, had to be crowned by a high dome 
symbolizing the sky. Then the stonework of cut or 
crudeiy-hewn stones had to disappear behind the 
beautiful sculpted elements of limestone and marble. 
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behind the multitude of colours of the mosaics and 
paintings. The church was meant to be the most ex- 
quisite jewel in the crown of this fine city. 

It was a hard task for the Preslav masters to embody 
young Simeon's dream, but they managed to do it in 
902, only nine years after Simeon came to the throne 
in the new capital 

The site chosen was a very interesting place — south 
of the Citadel, near the Ticha River, at the foot of the 
heights that shield Veliki Preslav from the West. Level 
ground suitable for building was very scarce. To the 
East a steep slope went down to the lower part of the 
Outer Town called Sclishte, For the church to settle 
comfortably on this slope, a couple of artificial terraces 
were built, reinforced by two stone walls. 

Thus the Round Church had perched on a height 
and was visible from everywhere. If viewed from 
Selishte, the most densely populated part of the Outer 
Town, it resembled an Eastbound ship, a ship of hope 
and divine protection which, by the Tsar*s will, guarded 
Bulgaria's first Christian capital. 

Tsar Simeon's decision about the site of the church 
was probably not accidental. It had to be beyond the 




Citadel walls, in an open and accesible place where 
everybody could see and admire it. There was no other 
such church in Veliki Preslav, or in the whole of Bul- 
garia. 

Today the Round Church is among the best- 
preserved buildings of the second Bulgarian capital. 
Some of the original stonework has been preserved to 
a height of 3 metres. Before the teacher Yordan 
Gospodinov started excavation work here, the ruins of 
the church were covered by a mound of earth and 
looked like a natural hillock. 

Nowadays the Round Church has been wholly ex- 
cavated, studied, strengthened and partially restored. 
Of course, it can be argued whether the twelve columns 
in its most important part the rotunda, the round 
part that deserved the church its name — should have 
been restored with concrete to their original height and 
given concrete capitals, or preserved the way they are 
in the photograph. 

At present the church is stripped of its rich decora- 
tion and only a little marble and mosaic flooring has 
been preserved here and there. However, it is still im- 
pressive and beautiful; and a sensitive observer cannot 
help capturing its charm and attraction. 

Similarly 10 most early Christian churches, the 
entrance to the Round Church was via a courtyard, or 
atrium, with ceremonial gateways on three sides. 

The oblong courtyard is approximately 14 metres 
long and 12 metres wide. However, the walls of this 
oblong courtyard do not form a straight line. They fold 
so as to form 14 semi-circular niches. The other half of 
each circle was complemented by a ring of columns 
forming beautiful porticoes, Thus every niche provided 
a secluded place for those wishing to be alone with 
their thoughts and prayers. 

In the midst of the courtyard there is a small well. 
Jts drinking- trough ~ a marble cylinder hewn out of 
a single block — is the same one that stood there 
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eleven centuries ago. The friction of the chain by which 
the buckets were pulled out has left grooves in the rim 
and wall. Many hands have touched this white marble 
with faith and hope, in order to drink the water of the 
Golden Church. 

The Eastern side of the atrium is formed by the 
Church's narthex, or ante-chamber with its two circular 
lowers on both sides. Inside there are four columns; to 
the left and right there is a separate chamber that can 
also be entered from the outside. The Soul hern cham- 
ber was a baptisterium a baptizing-chamber with a 
small basin where non-Christians could be baptized. 

What follows is the rotunda with three entrances. 
The whole circular area is girdled by twelve white 
marble columns. Some of them have sockets for inlay- 
ing precious-metal crosses — silver and possibly gold, 
depending on the donor's wish. Each column was 
crowned by a capital festooned with skilfully sculpted 
acanthus leaves that seem to have virtually grown out 
of the marble. The columns supported a small gallery. 
Beneath the gallery, behind the columns, eight niches 
provide secluded spots lit by the small flames of the 
icon-lamps. The altar is to the East. Through the small 
window preserved lo this day one can see the Selishte 
locality, the blue strip of the river and its hilly right 
bank. 

From the dome, fallen long ago, cubes of the 
mosaics covering it are scattered all around. Many of 
them are of gilt transparent glass, of variously -coloured 
glass, and also of clay and white stone The images 
formed by these fine sparkling cubes were most likely 
those of Christ the All-Powerful (or Pantokrator, the 
Greek original of this definition of Christ) in the dome, 
Probably the image of the Praying Virgin Mary, or The 
Virgin Oranta, with her hands raised for prayer, stood 
watch over Veliki Preslav above the altar: the same 
posture in which we see the Virgin Mary even on a 
gold necklace found in Preslav, 



It can also be assumed that the donor and inspirer 
of the church was depicted somewhere on the walls as 
well — he was the then young Prince Simeon, This was 
an already established tradition in church decoration at 
the time. The existence of the donor's image in the 
Round Church is also suggested by a picture of Simeon 
holding a church in his left hand, which has reached 
us through the Russian copy of a collection of religious 
homilies translated in Veliki Preslav. It was probably 
no accident that the ceramic tiles with the image of 
Tsar Simeon, the donor of the Round Church, were 
produced precisely in the ceramics workshop of the 
monastery next to the Round Church, In all probability 
these tiles were a reproduction of the image from the 
church itself 

Of course, it was precisely the ceramics workshops 
of the Preslav monasteries (and above all those nearby 
the church) thai provided the greater part of the 
painted tiles covering the floors and most of the walls 
of the Round Church. The wealth of the ornaments on 
those tiles is incredible, as is the ingenuity of the 
builders in finding a place for them on marble twigs, 
railings, facing, icon frames and compositions* 

Another multitude of colours has to be considered 
besides those already mentioned: the church windows 
had circular stained-glass panes, held together by lead 
frames. Hundreds of pieces of these stained-glass win- 
dows have been found. They are water-grccn, light- yel- 
low, blue light to royal, pale violet, and even motley 
two- tone combinations. The glass panes themselves 
were cast in special moulds and were not smooth 
they had honeycomb-shaped concavities. And when 
daylight was filtered through the slained-glass windows, 
it went in in slightly different colours. At nightfall the 
brilliant multitude of colours of the rotunda lit up by 
the candelabra and candles in the round chamber took 
on a still different, yet just as beautiful appearance. 

This extraordinary, rich interior decoration had to be 
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matched by the church's exterior appearance. The prin- 
cipal task here fell to the master-stonehewers. They 
sculpted cornices of soft limestone for the exterior 
walls. The limestone yielded to their chisels and became 
palmettoes and strings of stone beads, the play of light 
and shadow enlivening them. The traditional motifs 
were often supplemented by the craftsman's imagina- 
tion bunches of grapes hung under the palm leaves; 
the pilaster capitals were decorated by the relief of a 
rabbit eating the grapes while a dog's head was trying 
to bite at it. 

The Preslav stonework reflected the full-bloodedness 
and vigour of life of its craftsmen. They were greatly 
esteemed by the society of Veliki Preslav; one of the 
smaller churches was named "The Stonemason's 
Church", Indeed it contained a prominent grave, 
where, beside the skeleton, a stonemason's chisel was 
found. 

Among the unsolved riddles about the Round 
Church's exterior is the question of whether its dome 
was gilded on the outside, or the name "Golden 
Church" came from the mosaic-covered dome, 
decorated predominantly with cubes that had a layer of 
gold beneath the upper glass layer. Of course, there is 
also the possibility that the name "Golden Church" 
was just metaphorical but it is most unlikely. Gold was 
used to decorate the palaces of Veliki Preslav and the 
dress of tsars and boyars, and was therefore also 
suitable for Simeon's favourite church. It is clear that 
he did not spare any expense, and that the Round 
Church had no equal either in the capital or anywhere 
else in Simeon's great state. 
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ARTISTS 

AND SCHOLARS 

IN THE PRESLAV 

MONASTERIES 

Out of all buildings discovered in Veliki Preslav so 
far* the monasteries occupy the greatest area, Oniy one 
of them, situated some 500 metres from the Palace, 
covered 2.5 acres? The monasteries by the Round 
Church, in Selishte, on the right bank of Ticha, in Av- 
radaka and Tuzlaluka locality, and in Patleiiia were 
also large and had many buildings. Those, however, 
were by no means all monasteries, Inside the walled 
town as well as beyond, the monastery buildings fol- 
lowed one after another, usually situated around a 
sprawling spacious square courtyard, while their chur- 
ches "competed" ~m the wealth of their decoration. 

It was precisely in these monasteries that the concept 
of the ''Golden Age 1 " 1 of Simeon's Bulgaria emerged — 
they made the entire Veliki Preslav civilization with its 
infinite diversity. 

From the establishment of the very first monastery in 
Pliska, where Prince Boris I is believed to have retired, 
Bulgarian monasteries undertook the noble mission to 
serve their people, to promote the spiritual growth of Bul- 
garia, to write and translate books in Bulgarian. 

Prince Simeon, who had taken monastic vows and 
been a monk for a short time, provided full support 
for the Preslav monasteries after his ascension, 1'hey 
became seats of promotion of patriotic sentiments; they 
were the place where the decoration of the new capital 
and the famous first Bulgarian literary works were writ- 
ten, works that affect even today's readers. 

Following the sovereign example, the capital's 
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nobility also supported the monasteries. Many 
prominent military ranks and statesmen spent their last 
years in monasteries. As early as their active years they 
donated generous gifts to those monasteries and 
prepared their own tombs there. 

A very-well built and decorated tomb was discovered 
in the monastery in Tuzlaluka locality. There are 
several tombs deep in the slope below the monastery 
church at Patleina. The thirteen stone steps leading to 
the corridor along which were the vaulted tombs Tor 
the monks from the so-called Palace Monastery have 
also been preserved to this day. 

In the Mostich Church (called so after the 
Ichirgu boil's grave was discovered there) there is a 
much more magnificent tomb, covered by a marble 
slab. It is believed that Tsar Petar, Simeon's heir, who 
also became a monk towards the end of his life was 



buried there. It was customary for members of the 
royal family to be buried in certain monastery chur- 
ches, especially if the respective monasteries had been 
supported by them. It is hardly a coincidence that 
Simeon's seal and Georgi Sinkers seal, and the cross 
of the grave of Simeon's sister Anna were all dis- 
covered precisely in the Mostich monastery. 

However, there were people who did not wait for 
their old age to become "black shirts", as the monks 
were called. In Simeon's age the monasteries were not 
detached from the life of the capital, quite the contrary. 
They laboured for the capital Everyone who felt an 
urge for creative work could find in the monasteries a 
place for himself, colleagues in his particular craft, a 
workshop for his art or a scriptorium a place for 
writing, translating and copying. 

Almost all monasteries studied by the archaeologists 
so far produced white painted and glazed ceramics. 
Once this type of decoration of the Preslav buildings 
was decided on, it was necessary to provide sufficient 
quantities and variety of ceramic tiles for facing and 
incrustation so as to meet the demands of the large- 
scale construction in the capital. It is believed that the 
first to produce them were the workshops in the Tuz- 
laluka Monastery. It appears that these tiles were as if 
thicker and not so smooth. However, soon ceramic 
workshops sprang up in the Patleina Monastery, in the 
monastery by the Round Church, and in the Palace 
Monastery, every workshop striving to create some- 
thing new, different and more beautiful. 

Most workshops made icons, but tiles with texts and 
with the royal portrait have been discovered only in the 
Round Church monastery. One could say that a whole 
'"publishing house" for ceramic "books'" was created 
there. The letters are so carefully drawn, of the same 
height and so impeccably arranged in lines, that there 
cannot be any doubt: the writer was highly educated, 
he knew perfectly the newly-created alphabet and the 
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texts he was writing, and was specially versed in the art 
of calligraphy. 

Bulgarian icon-painting began in Veliki Prcslav, in 
the ceramics workshops of the monasteries. The finds 
show that the artists here had mastered miniature as 
well as monumental painting. The icon of St Theodore 
has survived to this day, A closer look is sufficient to 
prove that this icon was created by a very talented art^ 
ist, for it is no mere image of a saint. It is an image 
irradiating an exalted state of mind that bridges the gap 
between the human and the divine. 

It seems icon masters of clay icons created three- 
dimensional works less frequently, Yet such works can 
also be found in Preslav, and not only as separate 
figures, but in complex compositions like the 
Crucifixion (where Christ is on the cross, with Mary 
and John, the youngest of the apostles, on the side). 

It was by no means easy to achieve a good final 
result in this art. The remains of the ceramics 
workshops show the very long way of the clay from the 
"mud pit 1 ' (the pit where the clay "matured 11 ) to the 
place where the sure hand of the artist had to draw the 
brush along the marked outline of the image. The fur- 
nace itself must often have burned the glazing and 
darkened the tile's colours. In such cases the person 
responsible for the strict quality control must have 
thrown the tile in the waste-pit. Which eventually was 
a very good thing, for it was precisely in waste-pits that 
the greatest number of little icons, covered by the rub- 
bish from the workshops, was found. The rest were car- 
ried far and wide and either stolen or destroyed. 

A very complex and exacting technology was re- 
quired for the production of the round window panes. 
Moreover, what made il even more complex was the 
fact that they had to be of different-coloured glass, and 
some of them were even made with small concavities 
so as to refract the light even more beautifully. They 
were also made by the monastery workshops. 
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Some monasteries had workshops for applied arts 
products, 

The greatest evidence for artistic production was dis- 
covered in the excavations of the Palace monastery. 

The Palace monastery was noteworthy not only for its 
size and variety of produce. Evidently there was much at- 
tention to the personal comfort of the monks in it. This 
can be felt in the plans o^ the buildings, in the existence 
of a separate bath, separate chambers for the Abbot, a 
crypt with tombs, an especially well-decorated church. 
This monastery in the neighbourhood of the Palace must 
have been the right place for men of noble birth who felt 
the urge to do creative work. 

Yet noblemen did by no means go to that one 
monastery. The Round Church Monastery, for in- 
stance, was the place where some royal relatives of 
Simeon worked — Doxes, Simeon's uncle and Prince 
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Boris's brother, and later his son Toudor Doxov t Tsar 
Simeon's cousin, both of them men of letters, well- 
known for their copying of books. 

Thus the task of creating Bulgarian literature the 
written word that would be accessible and intelligible to 
Bulgarians — came above everything else, had priority 
over all concerns with other cultural fields and with the 
decoration of the capital The archaeological finds are 
samples of Preslav literature cut, chiselled or engraved on 
lasting material. Unfortunately the parchment scrolls that 
w ? ere untiringly filled with Bulgarian tests have not sur- 
vived, The monastery scriptoria were precisely the place 
where the decision of the Preslav Council in 893 was car- 
ried out — the decision to have services in Bulgarian in 
the Bulgarian churches. 

That was why the greatest effort of the scholars wag 
directed towards translating from the Greek the Holy 
Scripture, the sermons and messages of prominent Chris- 
tians from the first centuries of the spread of Christianity, 
homilies to direct the life of the newly-converted Bul- 
garian people along the lines of Christ's teaching. 

Thus the great goal of establishing a highly-developed 
Slavic civilization began to be realized. However, this was 
undoubtedly disliked by Byzantium. If the Greek lan- 
guage was preserved in Bulgarian churches and through 
them began to be used by the secular authorities, Bulgaria 
would be culturally dependent on Byzantium. 

The Preslav scholars responded to the accusations of 
heresy that reached the Bulgarian capital. Some foreign 
powers were trying to prove that the Bulgarian lan- 
guage and the Slavic alphabet could not rightfully be 
used in church, because there were only three holy lan- 
guages Latin, Greek and Hebrew. Chernorizets 
Hrabur, in his w p ork "Of Letters^ passionately defended 
the right of the Slavic Bulgarian language to be equal 
to the "trilingualism" (the three languages Hebrews 
Latin and Greek in which Christ's name was written 
on the inscription nailed to the Cross). Chernorizets 
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Hrabur used logical arguments to defy the supporters 
of " tri lingua lis trf\ proving that those three languages 
were not in fact holy, that Greek, for instance, 
originated in pagan Ancient Greece, while the Slavic al- 
phabet was created by a "holy man**. Then he pointed 
out how revered that man was; "If you ask the Greek 
men of letters and say: Who created your alphabet and 
when?, then few of them will know. But if you ask the 
Slavic schoolchildren.., they will all know and reply: St 
Constantine the Philosopher, called Cyril. He created 
our alphabet and translated the books, he and his 
brother Methodius,*/' Those words of Chernorizels 
Hrabur are also an evidence that those Bulgarian 
children who went to school were passionately attracted 
to scholarship and knowledge as early as the dawn of 
Bulgarian written culture, 



Tsar Simeon among the scholars 
of the Preslav School, Oil paint- 
ing by Dim i tar Gyujcnov (1&9I 
- 1979). Painted in 1937. 
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Cfoernorizets Hrabur was not alone in his defence of 
the Slavic alphabet. Another prominent man of letters 
from Tsar Sirneon*s circle, Bishop Constantine Pres- 
lavski wrote the first poem of Bulgarian literature, 
dedicated it to the alphabet and entitled it "An Al- 
phabetical Prayer' \ Every line in it begins with one let- 
ter of the alphabet, and the initial letters of each line 
form the alphabetical order down the page. 

Em an uil Popdimitrov (1X85 1943) a Bulgarian 
poet who lived a thousand years after Constantine 
Preslavski — translated the Alphabetical Prayer into 
modern Bulgarian: 
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1 pray to God with those words: 

God of all living things. Creator 

Of the visible and the invisible! 

Send God's spirit to inspire my heart 

With His passionate Word - 

The gift for everyone 

Who follows your purity! 

For Your Law is a great illumination of life 

And an eternal light along the path 

Of him who seeketh the word of the Gospels 

And prays to receive Your gifts. 

The Slavic people rush today, and like 

All people who wish to be called God's people 

Turn to Christ; 

And ask devoutly for Your mercy. 

But give me your plentiful Word 

? Father, Son and Holy Ghost - 

Pray, give Your powerful Word. 

I am raising my arms to beg for wisdom 

And for strength, 

A power, that generously you give 

From the heavens to every living thing. 

Keep me from the proud malice 

Of Pharaoh, cure me, give me 

A cherub's six -winged force, 




Oh, King of kings! Let me describe 

Your wonders with my inspiration. 

Going still along that road of glory 

Thai the two teachers, forever young, 

Did point... Let me 

Make your word clear to the people! 

And hail the Holy Trinity: 

All ages bow to it! 

My people, too, reveres 

The Father, the Son 

And the Holy Ghost - 

today, tomorrow and forever, K ff ° r a ****** **** madc 

•* or clay 

Amen. 

Bishop Constat! tine Preslavski, who evidently had a 
gift for poetry, is the author of another poem that has 
survived to this day in a number of copies and 
manuscripts, and its title is Proglas (Preface). It is a 
kind of introduction to the Gospels. Its main point is 
the praise of the Word and the alphabet, that make 
''the blind see again 1 '. 

Here are a few short passages from this Proglas: 

Preface to the Holy Gospel. 

As the prophets said, 

Christ is coming to unite all people 

Because he is the light of all this world... 

So hark and listen, all Slavs, 
because this is a gift from God... 

You, who seek the beauty of the soul 

Look, love and rejoice; 

And you, who wish to reject the infinity of sin 

And to overcome this world's transience, 

So as to find life in Paradise 

And escape the scorching flames, 

Listen now with all your mind, 
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Listen, all you Slavic people. 

Listen to the Word, because it came from God,., 

Without light there would not be joy 

For the eye, which sees all that God created. 

But nothing is beautiful, or visible without light; 

Similarly, the illiterate soul 

Cannot see God's Law that well. 

AH peoples are naked without books, 

Because no one can fight 

The enemy of oar souls without arms... 

One of the best-educated authors of Simeon's age 
was John the Exarch, He was probably second only to 
the Tsar himself in education and knowledge, and must 
also have been trained for his high rank and important 
mission in Constantinople. John the Exarch wroie 
works of his own besides translating texts by other 
authors. His description of Simeon's capital, included 
in the text about the sixth day of the Creation from 
the Hexameron, is among the most valuable pieces of 
evidence about Veliki P res lav, 

John the Exarch has written the Prologue to a very 
interesting translation of the Byzantine author John 
Damascened work entitled Divinity, or the Heavens. 
This work is packed with knowledge about the 
Universe arid its elements - water, earth, air; about 
the stars, about the human being and the senses. This 
work has often been defined as an encyclopaedia of the 
human knowledge of the time. To translate it into Bul- 
garian meant to coin exact equivalents to the cor- 
responding Greek terms. And hexe was precisely where 
John the Exarch displayed his erudition and his talent 
as a translator. 

In the Prologue to Hexameron John the Exarch 

addresses Tsar Simeon himself. Here are a few lines 
from this address: 
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Page from Hcxameron by John the Exarch from a L6th~centtiry copy. 
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bt ls there anything better and sweeter for those who 
love God and truly crave for eternal life, than never to 
relinquish God in their thoughts and to remember His 
good deeds? It is the same with you, master, glorious 
Tsar, Simeon Christloving! You never stop seeking His 
commands and good deeds, wishing to be glorious with 
them... If those that are satiated by food and drink are 
ruddy, merry and with lit-up faces, then how much the 
better for the man who feeds on thought, contemplat- 
ing God's deeds; and, adorned by these thoughts, be 
wants others to see and love those deeds too! Those 
who become the likes of such a man shall grow feathers 
and be like eagles../* 

Many more authors, known and unknown, worked 
within the Preslav Literary School. The whole work 
was supervised by the Tsar. He himself was glad to 
devote some time to the pen or to order the compila- 
tion of collections of texts with vital importance lor the 
education and culture of the Bulgarian people. Tsar 
Simeon compiled a collection that was carried away 
from Veliki Preslav by the Russian troops in 869 when 
they captured the city. This collection contained texts 
by the Fathers of the Church John Chrysostom and 
Basil the Great and was entitled "Zlatostrouy" (Golden 
Flow), The original of Simeon's **Zlatostrouy" has not 
survived, but there is a first copy made for the Russian 
Prince Svetoslav Yaroslavich in 1073, That is why it is 
also known as Svetoslav's Miscellany. 

The fate of all translations and original works 
written in Veliki Preslav is similar. They were spread 
everywhere in the Slav states; today their numerous 
copies, mostly in Russian or Serbian, are kept in the 
libraries of foreign capitals. The Bulgarian people are 
left with the consolation that, as a Bulgarian poet 
says: 

"So have we given something to the world 

Books for all the Slavs to read," 



LIONS AND RABBITS, 

GRYPHONS 

AND DUCKS 



II seems that a capital, or a pa1ace T can hardly do 
without some lions" imagery, The Animal King has al- 
ways been one of the symbols of the power of authority. 
Unfortunately, out of all lions" figures thai undoubtedly 
adorned the Palace halls and gardens of Veliki Preslav, 
only one has survived, and in a rather bad condition. The 
rest fell prey to either the conqueror's primitive urge to 
destroy precisely those symbols of power and majesty, or 
went to the lime furnaces. 

An exquisite medallion, found during excavations in 
the Palace centre, suggests that lion symbols were made 
of different materials and in various shapes arid sizes 
— stone and gold, miniature figures to life-size ones. 
The round gold frame of this medallion incorporates a 
string of pearls; while the figure of a young impetuous 
lion has been attached to it very lightly, so that the lion 
is as if ready to spring out of the frame. 

It may seem strange, but one of the churches of the 
Avradaka Monastery on the right bank of Ticha was 
adorned by lionesses. The unknown donors of this 
church — probably a prominent boyaT family — 
wanted the church to be richly decorated with indented 
cornices, marble columns and flooring, sculpted capi- 
tals, painted ceramics and all the other usual decora- 
tions. However, they also wished the church to have 
exotic animal figures as embellishment too. So, right 
underneath the eaves the facades were decorated with 
lionesses' heads jutting out of the walls with slightly 
open mouths and protruding tongues. 
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Two of the lion heads found in the course of excava- 
tions were purely decorative. Two other rather 
damaged lion heads, however, had a hole in the neck 
that went out through the mouth. Rainwater used to 
run down from the roof by way of this hole. Such 
animal-shapes at the ends of gutters are quite common 
in the medieval churches of the West, only they were 
built at a later time... 

Where did they appear first? This is another puzzle 
for the art historians of the so-called Pre- Romanesque 
Period. 

Unfortunately our lands, devastated by invaders and 
conquerors, cannot provide enough evidence for the 
direction of artistic influences, Al the very least, 
though. Bulgarian scholars can tell for sure that in Bul- 
garia lionesses adorned churches of Lhe mid- 1 Oth cen- 
tury, if not of the beginning of the 1 0th century. 

The Pre slav sculptors stylized the traditional lion 
image freely and with imagination. They stressed the 
mouth with bared teeth and applied red paste over lhe 
white stone around the eyes and in the creases of the 
skin, so as to make them more expressive. This was no 
mere imitative style but bold creativity. 

There was one more exotic animal stretching its neck 
out of that wall a monkey, a masterfully stylized fig- 
ure, hewn as if with only a few bold strokes. 

Quite different, and somewhat domestic effect is 
produced by the rabbits sculpted on the pilaster capi- 
tals of another church. In this case the animal's shape 
and its movements are rendered accurately, as some- 
thing familiar and often observed. 

On another similar capital of the Round Church, on 
one side there is a swiftly-pacing bird, which appears 
to be escaping away, and on the other side is a dog, 
which is probably chasing it It is quite astounding to 
have such an everyday life decoration for such a 
solemn building. No stern priest had thought it fit to 
prohibit these everyday life scenes thus the art of 
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Veliki Preslav was naturally connected wiLh the earthly 
and divine elements. 

The graffiti scratchers — unacknowledged artists 
who found the walls a convenient place for their draw- 
ings often drew animals. Most frequent, of course, 
were the horses, those faithful battle companions of 
Bulgarian soldiers. However, there were quite a lot of 
dogs, eagles* snakes. Among the rarer images is the fig- 
ure of a wild bull, a hard prey for the hunters of the 
time. This animal has long since disappeared from our 
forests. There are also deer engraved on stone blocks. 
The more experienced 'artists' 1 drew entire hunting 
scenes. One of them even shows that the hunted horned 
animal (probably a wild bull) has been struck by an 
arrow. 

Hunting was a usual occupation for the inhabitants 
of Veliki Preslav — military as well as civilians; that is 
also suggested by the bones discovered in different 
places. For instance, by the South Gate, where a lot of 
military people Jived, a great number of bones of deer. 
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Hunting scene engraved on a 
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wiLh, a bow and arrows: ihc bull 
has already been struck by an 
arrow. 



roedeer, wild bulls, wild pigs and hares were discovered 
besides the bones of domestic animals. The meat of 
those animals could also have fed the clients of the 
small shops and inns that were built by the South wall 
of the Citadel. 

The inhabitants of the capital, as well as most Bul- 
garians at the time, could also imagine strange unseen 
beasts. 

No one can say how they could combine a lion's 
body with the head of an eagle, or a dog's head with 
a winged body like a bat's, how a bird's claws and a 
beast's tail could belong to one creature. Were those 
animals born in the imagination of people, or did the 
frightened eyes of the observer add to the appearance 
of the beast that had scurried behind some bushes? 
Anyway, those animals were part of the fantastic tales 
and frightening stories told in the evenings by the 
fireside. 

Those mythical figures, however, tempted the 
sculptors, artists and jewellers too. Thus they found 
their way onto church and palace buildings, tableware, 
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decorations of boxes,, belts, sheaths, and onto the most 
exquisite jewels of precious mclals and enamel. 

Among these fantastic animals the most frequent was 
the gryphon. The gryphon is a combination of ihe bird 
king the eagle, and the animal king - the lion. It 
is proud, strong and authoritative. It has a divine ele- 
ment and therefore becomes a protector of the king. 
The gryphon is usually depicted on thrones, in the 
decoration of palaces and is considered a protector of 
treasuries. 

In Simeon's palace there was a gryphon engraved in 
the corner of the marble frame of a door, which shows 
that it was considered a guardian there too. Probably 
it appeared on many more palace decora tions, which 
were subsequently lost. 

The openwork copper platelet that was found by the 
Eastern part of the fortress wall must have belonged to 
the dress of a high-rank military officer. In the Byzan- 
tine army there was even a special military rank called 
"gryphon". 
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The gryphon symbol originated among the peoples 
of the Asia Minor, but il spread quickly, crossing ihe 
boundary between paganism and Christianity and 
began to be used in the Christian religious ornamenta- 
tion. 

In the novel about Alexander the Great, written in 
antiquity, but widely popular in the Middle Ages, 
Alexander goes to heaven in a chariot drawn by two 
gryphons. This scene has been depicted on one of the 
platelets of the Preslav gold diadem. 

The soldiers, too, drew gryphons on the fortress wall 
blocks. In those days, it seems, the animal kingdom 
was much nearer to I he humans, both in their everyday 
experience and in their festivities and imagination, 
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In spring of 1978 an extraordinary discovery oc- 
curred: Preslav generously yielded a treasure consisting 
of about 1 50 gold and gilt silver objects, encrusted with 
precious stones, pearls and enamel The precious 
materials, the perfect craftsmanship and precise dating 
of the coins in this treasure make it a priceless find. 

In the autumn of 1977 the site of the treasure, 3-4 
kilometres west of the Veliki Preslav walls, was 
ploughed 60-70 cm deep for the planting of vines, 
When the winter was over and the snow melted and 
the rains stopped, the drying earth glistened with gold, 
pearls, emeralds, amethysts.., A real treasure was scat- 
tered over an area of around 400 square metres. 

Of course the whole place was immediately and 
thoroughly searched by archaeologists in sufficient 
range and depth, All the soil was sifted through fine 
sieves. Today it is perfectly clear that those objects had 
been in a small wooden box. The wood had rotted, but 
the silver-plated facing and lock of the box were dis- 
covered. 

The most probable assumption is that the treasure 
had been buried during the flight from Veliki Preslav 
at the time of the Byzantine invasion, when the city 
was ravaged and the royal treasures taken to Constan- 
tinople as spoils of victory by the Byzantine Emperor. 
It can be calculated that from 971 to 1978, the year 
when it was discovered, the treasure had spent a 
thousand years underground. The man who tried to 
save those wonderful jewels was not sure that he would 
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escape and thought it belter to entrust the treasure-cas- 
ket to the soil of Preslav. He did not come back to 
look for it.. Much later the soil of Veliki Preslav was 
dug by today T s inhabitants. So finally everything down 
to the smallest platelet reached the Bulgarian museums. 
The treasure consists of two necklaces, one diadem, 
several pairs of big earrings, called "overeat" pendants, 
because they were hung on a ribbon over the ear, 
bracelets and rings, many different- shaped pendants, 
buttons, several types of smaller and bigger platelets 
the adornment of a costly (and probably brocaded) gar- 
ment, two massive gilded silver spoons, the remains of 
a silver cup and fifteen silver Byzantine coins from the 
mid-lOlh century. 



Gold does not lose its lustre arid does not corrode, 
The multicoloured precious and semi -precious stones 
(emeralds, amethysts, rock-crystal), when the dirt is 
removed, appear with their beauty intact. Silver can be 
oxidised, but oxidised silver can be restored. The pearls 
(those natural products of the seas and rivers, whose 
soft glitter has always been used by jewellers and 
dressmakers) turned out to be the most delicate. 

There is, however, a group of objects from the Pres- 
lav treasure, whose making required the most complex 
jewellery techniques. It is known as champleve enamel. 
This technique was used to decorate the most exquisite 
objects of the treasure — the diadem, one of the. neck- 
laces, and many pendants. 

The contours of the picture and of the places which 
needed different colouring were partitioned on the gold 
surface with the help of a hair-fine gold wire. Then a 
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special different -coloured mixture was put in the parti- 
tions; after being heated to a certain temperature, the 
mixture glazed and the enamel's colour and lustre be- 
came apparent. 

The whole Prestav treasure went through the ex- 
perienced hands of the Bulgarian conservation and res- 
toration experts. Their greatest problem was the enamel 
decorations, which had suffered serious damage during 
those centuries. Another problem was the assembling 
of the separate pieces- They had to do justice to the 
medieval masters 1 exquisite craftsmanship. Those 
masters had evidently been first-class court jewellers. 

Some jewels of the treasure may have been imported 
from Constantinople* However. Veliki Prcslav had 
master-jewellers too, which is proved by many Finds. So 
most of the jewels must be Preslav-made. 

A two-sided necklace is outstanding in beauty, rich- 
ness of form and perfect craftsmanship. It consists of 
seven platelets. On both sides, using the champleve 
enamel technique, various figures have been made. On 
the facial side there is a platelet with the Virgin Oranta 
in the centre, with birds and palmettoes on the other 
platelets. Those figures are framed by rows of small 
gold granules and are connected by extremely fine gold 
lace. Fine gokl chains have been attached to the enamel 
platelets and the gold lace; there are leaf-shaped medal- 
lions hung on those chains, with enamel pictures on 
them. There, too, the Virgin Oranta is depicted on the 



central medallion, while the rest are decorated with 
bird and palmettoes. And, to add to this, even finer 
strings of pearls run between the gold chain medallions 
(themsleves lined with pearls); they have openwork gold 
pendants and precious stones at the ends. 

This necklace has no equal among the medieval Bul- 
garian jewels discovered so far. 

The diadem's importance, however, should not be 
underestimated. In fact only five platelets (5.4 by 4.4 
cm) of the diadem have been discovered; it is believed 
that there were four more to complete the circle around 
the head. This diadem, in combination with the excep- 
tional beauty, quality and cost (even for that time) of 
all objects suggests that the treasure had belonged to 
the royal family. 

Fortunately, the central platelet is among those 
preserved. The figure on it is that of Alexander of 
Macedon, known as Alexander the Great the person 
who for centuries has fascinated humankind with his 
conquests and his ambition to establish a unified Hel- 
lenistic civilization on three continents. As early as the 
2nd century B.C. (and two centuries after his premature 
death at the age of thirty-four) a novel was written 
about him. This novel underwent some changes in the 
course of time, but remained a popular work, especially 
in Byzantium. In the 10th century it was translated into 
Bulgarian. Maybe parts of the Alexandria (as the novel 
was called) used to be read or recited by heart in the 
halls of the Preslav palace in the evenings. According 
to it, such a great ruler deserved a place in Heaven 
among the gods. So it was precisely Alexander's ascen- 
sion to Heaven that is depicted on the platelet. 
Alexander is in a battle chariot drawn by two 
gryphons. He is holding two swords with raw meat 
chunks stuck on the blades so as to lure the gryphons 
to fly even faster, The composition is on a background 
of gold, with a prevailing red colour the colour of 
royalty, Alexander himself is wearing an official attire. 
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with two crossed gold bands on the chest, heavily 
decorated with precious stones, He is also wearing a 
crown, 

A winged Iion t creatures that are half-birds half- 
dogs, and an eagle-headed gryphon have been depicted 
on the other four platelets. 

The pairs of tL overear 11 pendants (a favourite ladies' 
adornment) rival each other in beauty and variety. 
Their pendants used 10 produce a fine tinkling sound 
with every movement of the head, while the pearls, pre- 
cious stones and gold sparkled in the light. Enamel in 
gold partitions was also used in making those 
"overear" pendants. 

However, another technique was used more frequent- 
ly — the filigree — fine wires twisted in complex 
shapes, and complemented by miniature granules. The 
second necklace whose parts later broke loose from the 
connecting string, was made mostly using the filigree 
technique. 



The applications for costly garments have various 
shapes. They used to be sewn together side by side so 
as to make patterns to complete the brocaded orna- 
ments, There are bigger gold applications; on one of 
them two engraved relief peacocks are standing on both 
sides of a tail cup, probably used for Communion. 

To quote John the Exarch in his Hexameron, 
towards the end of the description of Simeon's palace, 
where a stranger will be astounded by its beauty: 
"...But if he happens to see the Prince, clad in a robe 
heavily laden with pearls, wearing a gold torque around 
his neck, bracelets on his wrists, a velvet girdle around 
his waist, and a gold sword hanging on his side; with 
boyars sitting on both sides in gold necklaces, girdles 
and bracelets; and if they ask the traveller, when he 
goes back to his own land, what he saw in PresJav, he 
will reply: "I do not know how to tell all this — only 
your own eyes could appreciate this beauty*'. 
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Indeed beauty defies description. Words can never be 
enough for such a product of human skill and talent 
as the Preslav treasure. It is a proof of how right John 
the Exarch was, Although a talented, highly -educated 
man of letters, one of Simeon's best scholars, John the 
Exarch abandoned the search for words describing 
Veliki Preslav at its best. 

So far, we mentioned more than once that the dis- 
coveries of the Bulgarian archaeologists that worked 
here for almost a century are just an insignificant por- 
tion of what was created in Veliki Preslav. 

The Preslav gold treasure seems to encourage the re- 
searchers with its profusion and amazing beauty, to 
suggest that the soil or the second Bulgarian capital has 
more to offer. Every new find, even the humblest-look- 
ing, excavated with patience and hard work from the 
mounds of rubble and ruins, can help restore the lost 
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image of Simeon's capital. Yet, by and by, chance and 
luck may suddenly bring a major discovery to cast light 
and help researchers. Such major discoveries in the past 
were the Round Church, Si Theodore's icon, the Palace 
centre, the grave and epitaph of the Ichirguboil Mos- 
tich, the monastery workshops, the Preslav gold 
treasure. 

When the new discovery comes, there will be more 
to tell about Veliki Preslav and about the Golden Age 
of Bulgarian culture. 
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For almost a hun- 
dred years archae- 
ologists have 
sought to restore 
the image of Veliki 
Preslav — the sec- 
ond Bulgarian capi- 
tal. — Archaeologi- 
cal discoveries 
show that during 
the reign of Tsar 
Simeon (893—927) a 
city of extraordinary 
architectural beauty 
was founded. It be- 
came the centre of a 
literary and artistic 
upheaval called the 
Golden Age of Bul- 
garian culture. 
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